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This is the eleventh in a series of updates outlining key developments which have taken place across the EU
institutions. Each week, the EU27 Bulletin will update you on institutional proposals, major policy speeches by
EU leaders and decisions adopted by EU institutions. We also look ahead to what developments may emerge
over the coming week.

Developments in the European Parliament
New hearings for Commissioners-designate take place						
Hearings for the three new Commissioners-designate from France, Hungary and Romania took place on Thursday 14
November 2019. Any ambitions of President-elect von der Leyen for a quick fix dissipated after Hungarian candidate
for the Neighbourhood and Enlargement portfolio, Olivér Várhelyi, failed to get the backing of the Foreign Affairs
Committee and was instead asked to submit further questions. During the hearing, Mr Várhelyi was repeatedly probed
about his independence from the Hungarian Government. MEPs from the Greens, Socialists and Democrats, Renew
Europe and the GUE groups are said to have requested further information, including some rather pointed questions
related to his position of rule of law. Many political commentators believe however, that satisfactory responses to the
additional questions will be enough to see Mr Várhelyi get the green light.
Things were somewhat easier for French candidate and businessman Thierry Breton, who narrowly scraped through
scrutiny by the Legal Affairs Committee (12 votes to 11) to reach the confirmatory hearing. Mr Breton, candidate for the
Internal Market portfolio, secured the required two thirds majority after quelling fears about any potential conflicts
of interest. Romanian candidate Adina-Ioana Vălean also got the backing of MEPs for the Transport portfolio, despite
admitting she was not yet up to speed on all the specifics of the portfolio.
The new Commission still has ambitions to take up office on 1 December 2019. According to an updated timetable
published by the European Parliament this week to facilitate the December start date, the Parliament’s Conference of
Presidents will decide whether the hearings can be considered closed on 21 November 2019. The full Commission is
expected to be put to a final vote in the plenary on 27 November 2019. At this session, the Commission President-elect,
Ursula von der Leyen, is expected to present the new Commission’s work programme. 				

Brexit Steering Group presents assessment of new Withdrawal Agreement 			
The Parliament’s Brexit Coordinator, Mr Guy Verhofstadt, assessed the new Withdrawal Agreement at a meeting of the
Constitutional Affairs Committee (AFCO) on 12 November 2019. He argued that the new Withdrawal Agreement is a
virtually a copy of the previous agreement, with the exception of the revised protocol on Northern Ireland. He expressed
disappointment that the Political Declaration has been downgraded in terms of its level of ambition from an association
agreement to a Free Trade Agreement, particularly as the scope of any FTA will depend on the level of acceptance of
level playing field provisions. Nevertheless, he welcomed the presence of an evolution clause, which means that the
future relationship could evolve in areas not currently enumerated. Mr Verhofstadt also confirmed that the European
Parliament will not begin ratification until after this process is completed in the UK.
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Plenary draws on lessons learned 30 years after fall of the Berlin Wall					
A short plenary session was held in Brussels on 13 and 14 November 2019. The session was opened by the President of
the German Bundestag, Wolfgang Schäuble, to commemorate the 30-year anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall.
Mr Schäuble called to overcome national egoism, small-mindedness and fear, and to tackle the biggest challenges of
our time – migration, climate change and security – collectively, rather than in isolation. He added “without European
unification, there would be no German unity”. MEPs also debated Turkish drilling activities in the Eastern Mediterranean,
the situation of refugees on the Greek islands, the situation in Chile and Bolivia and the challenges facing European
children and Youth ahead of the 30th anniversary of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.

Developments in the Commission
Socialists declare victory over portfolio name changes
The incoming President of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, has agreed to change the titles of a number
of key portfolios. Most notably, the controversial portfolio of Margaritis Schinas will change from ‘Protecting our European Way of Life’ to ‘Promoting our European Way of Life’. Equally, Commissioner-Designate for Jobs, Nicolas Schmit,
will now be in charge of ‘Jobs and Social Rights’, while fisheries will be included in the portfolio title of Virginijus Sinkeviçius, now Commissioner-designate for the Environment, Oceans and Fisheries. In addition, the remit of the Commissioner-designate for the Economy, Paolo Gentiloni will be extended to coordinating the implementation of the UN
Sustainable Development Goals, particularly in the European Semester.
These changes have been heralded as a victory for the Socialist group in the European Parliament (S&D), who requested
the alterations to reinforce the social agenda of the new Commission. President-elect von der Leyen’s acquiescence to
these demands may be indicative of her desire to keep the Socialists on side in advance of the final vote in plenary
expected at the end of November. The Socialists had voiced concerns in recent weeks that the incoming President had
reneged on some of her electoral promises to ensure gender and political balance in the new Commission.

EU launches infringement proceedings over UK’s failure to nominate a Commissioner		
The European Commission has begun infringement proceedings against the UK for its failure to fulfil its treaty obligations and nominate a Commissioner. In a letter to the UK, the Commission recalled that under the agreement to extend
the Brexit deadline to 31 January 2020, the UK agreed to respect all rights and obligations associated with EU membership, including the appointment of a Commissioner. The UK has until Friday 22 November 2019 to respond.
On 13 November 2019, the UK Government notified the Commission that it would not put forward a candidate before the
December General Election due to the restrictions of UK law surrounding international appointments during election
campaigns, despite being asked by President-elect von der Leyen on two occasions to do so. It is unclear whether
the threat of legal proceedings will be sufficient to change the position of the UK Government, failing this the new
Commission will have to weather uncharted legal waters if it is to take office on 1 December 2019.

Von der Leyen proposes increase in external action spending

				

President-elect von der Leyen focused on Europe’s role in the world in an address at the Paris Peace Forum on 12
November 2019. The President-elect proposed increasing funding for external action by 30%, which the Commission
intends to spend on neighbourhood policy, development funding and humanitarian aid among others. She argued
that this would help Europe to become more outward looking and create a much needed “common strategic culture”.
Underneath this message of ambition was a clear call to Member States and the EU institutions to act responsibly when
it comes to meeting common standards and goals regarding rule of law, but also in approaching challenges such as
climate change and migration in a spirit of solidarity.
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Commissioner Moscovici outlines four-point plan for Eurozone growth				
In an op-ed for Politico on 12 November 2019, outgoing Commissioner for Economic and Financial Affairs, Taxation
and Customs, Pierre Moscovici, outlined what he considers the most important policy actions for boosting growth in
the Eurozone. These recommendations come after the European Commission downgraded growth predictions for the
Eurozone in its latest economic forecast. First, Commissioner Moscovici called for growth friendly policies that take
into account the different economic realities of members of the Eurozone. This means highly indebted countries should
focus on reducing debt levels, while other countries should pursue an expansionary fiscal policy, boosting investment
in strategic areas such as the green economy. Second, the Stability and Growth Pact should be reviewed to encourage
productive investment. Third, agreement should be reached on a common consolidated tax base, to strengthen the
resilience and fairness of the Single Market. Finally, the completion of the Banking and Capital Markets Union should be
a priority, including a European Deposit Insurance Scheme (EDIS), an effective tax policy and a Eurozone budget.

Commission plans new strategy on fundamental rights						
The Commission Vice-President-designate for Values and Transparency, Věra Jourová, this week announced plans to
introduce a new EU strategy on the implementation of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights in 2020. The strategy will
seek to raise awareness of the rights enshrined in the Charter and improve support for those whose rights are violated.
Ms Jourová also proposed strengthening assessment methods for respect of fundamental rights through greater action
at Member State level and raised the possibility of adapting the principles contained in the Charter to new policy areas,
especially in the digital space.

Five policy priorities for achieving sustainable industrial transition 						
On 13 November 2019, the European Commission and the OECD presented a toolkit for helping Member States achieve
a sustainable industrial transition. The report identifies five policy priorities and associated policy responses necessary
for addressing the biggest obstacles to industrial transition: 1) Preparing for the jobs of tomorrow, 2) Broadening and
diffusing innovation, 3) Promoting entrepreneurship and private sector engagement, 4) Transitioning towards a climateneutral economy, and 5) Promoting inclusive growth. The recommendations are the result of a pilot scheme carried out
in 12 EU regions, to identify barriers to job creation and economic growth and will feed into negotiations for the future
2021-27 Cohesion Policy.

EU-Singapore Agreement to enter into force

								

A free trade agreement between the EU and Singapore, the first of its kind in Southeast Asia, will enter into force on 21
November 2019. The agreement, which was endorsed by Member States this week, will reduce remaining customs duties
on EU goods in Singapore and remove technical and non-tariff barriers in areas such as electronics, pharmaceuticals
and car parts. Restrictions will also be lifted on the services sector. The agreement will cement Singapore’s position as
the EU’s largest trading partner in Southeast Asia. In parallel, the EU and Singapore agreed an investment protection
agreement, although this is still pending national ratification by all Member States. Negotiations between the EU and
Singapore on trade and investment began in 2010.

Developments in the Council
13 new PESCO projects launched
The Council has added a further 13 projects to the EU’s Permanent Structured Cooperation framework (PESCO). This
brings the total number of PESCO projects to 47. Five of the new projects focus on training projects, including a Cyber
Academia and Innovation Hub, a Special Operations Forces Medical Training Centre, and an Integrated European Joint
Training and Simulation Centre. Other projects cover collaborative warfare capabilities and a Cyber Information Domain Coordination Centre among others. Ireland is one of 25 Member States participating in PESCO, although it is a
participant in just two PESCO projects.
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At a meeting on 12 November 2019, EU Defence Ministers also discussed EU-NATO cooperation with NATO Deputy
Secretary General Mircea Geoana. This timely discussion took place amidst allusions by French President Macron to the
brain death of NATO. Defence Ministers reaffirmed the EU’s commitment to the transatlantic relationship and vowed to
continue close cooperation with NATO.

Annual budget negotiations reach crunch time
On 15 November 2019, Finance Ministers met to discuss the Council’s position on the annual budget for 2020. In parallel,
conciliation negotiations were conducted between the Council and Parliament to try to reach an agreement by 18 November 2019. The two institutions share a number of common priorities, including the fight against climate change, job
creation and security and migration. However, they differ quite significantly on the size of the budget, with the Council
proposing an annual budget of €166.8 billion, compared to the Parliament’s proposal of €171.0 billion– a difference of
€4.2 billion. As of the afternoon of 15 November, no agreement had been reached and the negotiations were expected to
go to the wire in what has been described by the media as a proxy fight over the EU’s long-term budget, the MFF.

Unity was the mantra of my Presidency – Donald Tusk		

						

The outgoing President of the European Council, Donald Tusk, delivered an address at the College of Europe on 13 November 2019. President Tusk underscored the pursuit of European unity as the central tenant of his Presidency – unity
in terms of building political consensus on sensitive issues such as the Eurozone, migration, Brexit and Russia, but also
solidarity with smaller Member States when they were under threat. Regarding the future of Europe, President Tusk
emphasised his opposition to a multi-speed Europe, arguing that “unity requires mutual patience, not coercion”. He
described the preferred course of the EU as a narrow middle road between radical federalists and extreme Eurosceptics.
The President says he dreams of a “truly sovereign Europe”, but that the recent postponement of enlargement negotiations in the Western Balkans is evidence that Europe is not there yet. 				

Foreign Ministers give green light for Turkey sanctions							
EU Foreign Ministers in the Council have adopted a framework for introducing restrictive measures against Turkey in
response to its drilling activities in the Eastern Mediterranean. These measures will be applicable to individuals or entities engaging in such activities and will take the form of a travel ban to the EU for the former and the freezing of assets
for the latter. This is further evidence of the deterioration of EU-Turkey relations. The EU has already suspended high
level EU-Turkey dialogues, including on the Comprehensive Air Transport Agreement, and has agreed to reduce pre-accession assistance to Turkey for 2020.

Foreign Ministers pen letter on waning European influence in Western Balkans

			

Ten Foreign Ministers have penned a letter, warning that opposition to enlargement to the Western Balkans “has put in
jeopardy the EU’s remaining influence on its own doorstep and its ability to shape strategic developments and stability
in Southeast Europe.” The Ministers come from Montenegro, Germany, Croatia, North Macedonia, Greece, Austria,
Cyprus, Albania, Bulgaria and the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. They argue the EU should consider enlargement as a
“responsible policy rather than a burden”, and one which would stabilise the whole region but also strengthen the EU’s
global political influence.

Other developments
EIB adopts ambitious new energy lending policy

						

The European Investment Bank (EIB), adopted a new and ambitious energy lending policy on 14 October 2019. The
strategy includes a commitment to end EIB financing for fossil fuel projects (including gas) from the end of 2021, slightly later than the 2020 deadline some had hoped for. Other measures include prioritising energy efficiency and support
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for low or zero carbon technology, introducing higher financial ceilings for certain renewable energy projects and using
investment to support energy transformations outside the EU. The new policy was met with scepticism by some Member States such as Hungary, Poland and Romania, and last-minute support from Germany was crucial to getting the deal
across the line. EIB President Werner Hoyer described the policy as “a quantum leap in its ambition” to serve as Europe’s
climate bank and “the most ambitious climate investment strategy of any public financial institution anywhere”.

Minister Helen McEntee in the running for EPP Vice-Presidency

				

Ireland’s Minister for European Affairs, Helen McEntee, has been nominated for the EPP Vice-presidency candidature.
The positions of President and Vice-President of the EPP will be decided at the EPP conference in Zagreb on 20-2
November 2019.

What to look out for next week
17 to 21 November 2019: Parliamentarians from African, Caribbean and Pacific countries will meet with
their EU counterparts in Rwanda, as part of the ACP-EU joint parliamentary assembly. The delegations will
discuss climate change, food security, migration and sustainable growth.
18 November 2019: Ministers in the Agriculture and Fisheries Council will discuss the future of the CAP
post 2020, particularly environmental and climate related aspects.
18 November 2019: Commissioner Phil Hogan will deliver an address at the IIEA Brussels entitled, ‘A new
decade: prospects, problems and priorities for the next European Commission’.
20 November 2019: The European Commission will host a conference entitled ‘Smart Cities – Cities of the
Future Conference organised by the European Commission’.
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